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RT Galmore, whose job it is to check the city's dead-end water lines, flushes a dead-end line in 
Lubbock. 

 

The state’s 10 largest cities flushed nearly 300 million gallons out of water mains and down 
the drain last year. 

About a third of that was in Houston alone. 

Municipalities are required by state law to circulate dead-end lines monthly to safeguard 
the public’s water. So, flushing is out of local control. But city planners can, and do, limit 
or reduce the number of dead-end lines that require the monthly flush. 

To put that 300-million-gallon number into perspective, Lubbock uses about 35 million 
gallons a day. The amount flushed by the state’s 10 largest cities could supply Lubbock’s 
water needs for a little more than a week. 

Conservation has become a growing issue for Texas leaders as the state grapples with 
securing water in an era of concern over scarcity. Nearly half of the state’s 4,600 public 
water systems have implemented some form of restrictions to curb use and conserve water. 

Officials are quick to point out the cost of what is being flushed is negligible because water 
is so cheap, and capturing what is lost is not sensible. Lubbock’s imported water from 
Roberts County, for example, costs about $4 for 1,000 gallons, while a 20-ounce bottle of 
Dasani is $1.50. 
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“It would take a fleet of water trucks to capture that amount of water,” said Ricky Dickson, 
San Angelo water utilities director. “It’s just not practical.” 

The why of water 

The amount of water flushed annually in these Texas cities in most cases is less than half of 
1 percent of each city’s overall water use. 

Still, residents are often shocked to see a fire hydrant gushing water into the street, 
especially during a lingering drought when conservation efforts champion the mantra that 
every drop counts. 

Public water systems are required by state law and regulated by the Texas Commission on 
Environmental Quality to flush monthly dead-end lines to ensure the water supply is safe to 
drink. There is no time requirement for the length of the flush, but “as a rule of thumb, 
flushing should continue until the water is clear,” said Terry Clawson, a TCEQ spokesman. 

Chlorine is used to disinfect water supplies, which treatment plants have used as a 
disinfectant since the 1930s. 

Mains that are not looped into the system can pose a health risk. Uncirculated water in 
dead-end lines can fall below the recommended levels of disinfectant used to control 
microbial pathogens such as bacteria and viruses. 

Cities, though, have latitude in determining what constitutes a dead-end line and the length 
of time required for a flush. 

In Lubbock, which flushed about 9 million gallons last year, a 15-minute fire-hydrant flush 
uses roughly 17,500 gallons of water. 

The Hub City began closing or looping its dead-end water lines in 2012, when there were 
more than 250 in the city, in an effort to reduce maintenance costs and conserve water. 
Today, Lubbock has 43 dead-end water lines. “Water loss in our system is something we’re 
always going to focus on,” said Aubrey Spear, Lubbock water utilities director. “Flushing 
is considered a loss. 

“We’re watching this and looking for ways to reduce any loss in our system as 
economically as we can.” 

How Lubbock  
stacks up 

Flush estimates were based on data provided to A-J Media in public information requests 
starting in April to 18 cities throughout the state. 

In West Texas and Wichita Falls, cities flushed about 56 million gallons in 2013. 

Midland alone flushed 30 million gallons. 



A comparison between cities is difficult because of differences in defining what constitutes 
a dead end and the length of time used for a flush. Plus, water sources and delivery systems 
differ. 

Dallas, for example, has more than 3,000 dead-end lines that require monthly flushing but 
only flushed a little more than 3 million gallons last year, while Houston with its 1,000 
dead ends flushed 100 million gallons of water. 

With roughly two-thirds of the state in drought conditions, some cities such as Lubbock 
and Amarillo have opted to reduce the number of dead-end lines. 

Others are simply opting out of routine flushing. 

“Due to the extreme water shortage in San Angelo, we are not doing routine line flushing,” 
said Dickson, San Angelo’s water director. 

Before the rains during Memorial Day weekend, San Angelo was within 12 months of 
running out of water, Dickson said. 

Statewide, TCEQ has granted six exemptions to the monthly flush requirement — Corpus 
Christi, Wichita Falls and Arlington among them. 

A couple of the 18 cities queried did not provide all the requested information, despite 
repeated requests by phone and email over several weeks. Austin did not provide the 
number of dead-end lines and Houston did not provide its 2013 water use. 
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